84                         The American Problem
restoring American self-esteem as well as by the spectacle of
Hitler's Europe cr the Russia of the great purge.
The movement was, up to a point, healthy^ It was better
than precious imitations cf European preciosity, But it was
forced to ignore too many truths to be wholly healthy. Early
American art was interesting, tut :t was net much acre than
that. Where ;r was most successful was in the adaptation of
European mode's, in Richmond or Charleston or Salem.
There were admirable architects and craftsmen in eighteenth-
century America but that was all. Gilbert Stuart is a good
painter, but he does net compare very well with his
contemporary. Goya. Shaker craftsmanship was sound, but a
Shaker village did not compare very well with Fountains
Abbey or La Chaise Dieu. For all that Mr. Van Wyck Brooks
or Miss Constance Rourke could do, the American record in
these fields of achievement was mediocre.
There was more to be said for a cultivation of really primi-
tive art, of American folk-lore. But again, there was too
much forcing of the issue. The Americans were the heirs of
English, Scotch, Irish folk-song but they did not increase their
inheritance or improve it " Frankie and Johnny " is an amus-
ing ballad but it is not ih Helen of Kirkconnel." It may be,
as an eminent authority has hinted, that the numerous un-
printed-folksongs do the American genius more credit, but
even in this field there is no great originality and there are
still importations from the old world like u John Glaister." As
far as the man in the street is concerned, the situation was
further complicated by the synthetic character of much of the
folk-song he hears and likes and thinks of as deeply and tradi-
tionally American. Primitive ait that is not really primitive
is boring in the not very long run. When a modern cowboy
asks with false naivete on a vaudeville circuit if the stars he
sees are u Big peopled worlds like our own1* he is competing
not with genuine folk-song but with Leopardi. He cannot
long stand the competition of:
... a che vale
AI pastor la sua vita,
La vostra vita a voi?
When a nation is at such a stage of sophistication as the
Americans have reached, it is idle to try to fob them off with